
7 steps to interpreting  
the Bible like Jesus

To set the scene, we need to firstly 
have in mind that Jesus was a 
Jewish rabbi who lived and 
ministered as many other rabbis of 
first century Israel did. It was 
common for rabbis of that day to 
call and train a group of disciples 
and to travel around with their 
disciples teaching in parables to 
the local people. Jesus used 
common rabbinic terms like yoke 
(Matt 11:28-30) and He answered 
questions of the Law and interpreted it (Matt 22 et al), as any rabbi with authority would. That is not to 
undermine the divinity of Jesus but to highlight that Jesus’ teachings are remarkable in what He 
taught rather than how He taught it. Jesus fully immersed Himself in the Israel of His day in a way it is 
difficult for us to understand at first glance. For this reason I have put together seven steps to 
interpreting the Bible like Jesus did in the Gospels.  

1. You cannot interpret the Bible like Jesus if you do not believe it is God’s Word!  
Whether it is the Old Testament or the New Testament, the Gospels or the Letters, all Scripture is God 
breathed (2 Tim 3:16). This seems obvious but it is common for Christians today to skirt round the 
passages which are controversial or difficult to relate too. Jesus’ audience was a nation rooted in the 
Word of God and His plans for them. They disagreed how best to follow the Scriptures but none 
would dismiss them as false or untrue as many do today. The quickest way to fail to interpret the Bible 
as Jesus did is to question its integrity.  

2. You have to compare scripture with scripture 
Hanging your theology on a single verse doesn’t cut it as the temptation of Jesus shows. The devil 
knows the Scriptures and tried to use them against Jesus. He continues to try to lead people astray 
today. Not everyone who quotes Scripture to make a point is correctly interpreting it. To thwart this, 
we have to know the Bible well and be ready to compare one Scripture with another as Jesus did.  

3. Context is key 
Reading around a verse is always very helpful but to really get the context of a verse or passage we 
need to be wary of putting too much emphasis on headings, chapters and verses. It was 1,300 years 
before editors first added chapters and a further 300 years after that that verse numbers first 
appeared in the 16th century. Because these are a later addition, they can obscure context as verses 
can change mid sentence (Eph 2:8-9) or chapters mid dialogue. Jesus’ “Sermon on the Mount” is 
split into three chapters in our Bibles (Matt 5-7) which discourages us from reading it as it was 
delivered, in one sitting. Headings are even more problematic as they frame our understanding of a 
passage but are not part of the original text. They are an addition by the editor of that version and as 
such can be very skewed by the editor’s theology. Another case in point are Paul’s letters which are 
just that, letters,  and so reading them as a whole helps us to understand them as a whole. 
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4. Keep in mind the big picture  
Jesus was the master of summary, cutting through the vastness of Scripture to highlight the point of 
Scripture- our relationship with God and those around us. Matthew 22:37-40 says“‘You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ […] ’You shall love your 
neighbour as yourself.’ On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.” We need to 
have the big picture in mind as we wrestle with the detail. Falling into the trap of religiosity comes 
from losing sight of the big picture. Matthew 23:23 says “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, 
hypocrites! For you pay tithe of  mint  and anise and cummin, and have neglected the 
weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith”.  

5. Weigh Scripture like Jesus  
As we have just seen, some parts of Scripture are weightier than others. This means that one scripture 
is interpreted to take precedence over another. This concept was normal in Jesus’ day but is contrary 
to how we think today. We are taught today to think in straight lines 
using our rational intellect to deduce truth. Because of this, 
something is either correct or incorrect and we are wary of nuance 
and interpretation, particularly with Scripture. However, the Bible is 
written as a story of relationship which revels God and not as a 
rational logical instruction manual. Two verses can make 
contradictory commands or simply need interpretation. For 
example, the command to keep sabbath and the command to 
circumcise boys on the 8th day. A boy born eight days before a 
Sabbath presents a problem as to cut anything was to work 
(another interpretation). Jesus references this conflict in John 
7:22-23 and agrees with the traditional rabbinic teaching that circumcision is to come before 
Sabbath.  Jesus references this example of weighing scripture to teach that it is righteous to heal on 
the Sabbath. We cannot be afraid of this process of weighing Scripture as it helps us keep in mind 
the big picture and to keep focused on what is most important “justice and mercy and faith”. 

6. Live out the Scriptures  
Staying with Sabbath, how exactly do we remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy (Ex 20:8)? To 
correctly apply commands to their lives, the people of Jesus day went to rabbis to interpret it for 
them in practical terms. The root of this is not obsessive religiosity but the assumption that if God 
commanded it, you did it. Knowledge of the commands was nothing if you did not obey them. 
Unfortunately, this concept has been almost completely lost today. The commands contained in the 
law and in Jesus’ teachings are largely ignored in favour of the grace and forgiveness of the cross. Yet 
the reality is one does not exclude the other. Faith without works is dead (James 2:20). So salvation 
must lead to sanctification, which means living the holy life that bears the fruit of the Kingdom. 

7. Be lead by the Spirit  
Jesus began His ministry by being baptised and filled with the Holy Spirit before being lead by Him 
into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. As Jesus was preparing His disciples for life without 
Him, Jesus promised the Spirit (John 16:13). The Word and Spirit in combination are the fuel which 
drives our sanctification. The Spirit is uniquely qualified as He knows the deep things of God and 
reveals them to us so that we in turn have the mind of Christ (1 Cor 2). This is awesome indeed and 
as such the Spirit is vital for correct interpretation of Scripture.
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